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SOVIET EXPLOITATION OF SHEVCHENKO'S CENTENNIAL 


by 
P. Fedenko 


The celebrations in the Soviet Union in March, 1961, of the hundredth 
anniversary of the death of the Ukrainian poet laureate Taras Grigorievich 
Shevchenko (1814 - 1861) were lavish. New editions of the poet's works - 
in Ukrainian and in translation - were issued for the occasion; there 
were theatrical performances and concerts featuring musical works 
specially written for the anniversary. Motion pictures were shown, 
pictures and manuscripts were on display, and excursions took place to 
the poet's grave on the bank of the Dnieper near the town of Kanev in the 
Ukraine. Meetings were held and articles were published in newspapers 
and magazines. The anniversary meeting held by the Central-Government 
Shevchenko Committee on March 10 in Moscow was attended by Chairman 
of the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet of the USSR, Leonid 1. Brezhnev 
and his predecessor, Kliment Y. Voroshilov. Other participants included 
Frol R. Kozlov, Aleksei N. Kosygin, Anastas I. Mikoyan, Mikhail A. 
Suslov and Pyotr N. Pospelov. Premier Khrushchev was presumably 
absent only because he was touring the Asian oblasts of the USSR. How- 
ever, he was regularly quoted as» having said at the various meetings: 
"Shevchenko is near and dear to all the peoples of our great homeland 
because in his works he portrayed the thoughts not only (of Ukrainians) 
about their country's misery but also the thoughts of the workers of all 
nations."' (Pravda, March 10, 1961). 
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The author of this analysis, Panas Fedenko, is a well-known 
Ukrainian historian and scholar. Born in 1893, he has devoted his life 
to the study of his country's ancient and modern history. After serving 
as professor at the Ukrainian Pedagogical Institute, Fedenko was ap- 
pointed Professor of the Ukrainian Free University, His most © 
recent contribution is the 139-page volume A New History of the CPSU. 


The Centennial of the death of the Ukrainian poet Taras Shev- 
chenko was celebrated on a grand scale in the Soviet Union. The Soviet 
propagandists played down Shevchenko's love for his country, however, 
and skirted mention of his struggle to liberate it. Instead, they portrayed 
him as a harbinger of Communism. 


The interpretation has no historical basis. Shevchenko, in striving 
for Ukrainian independence, made a stand against Russian imperialism 
and defended other peoples being subjected by it. The Soviet editions of 
the poet's works omit the poems in which he attacks the tsarist policy 
toward the Ukraine. Shevchenko's condemnation of Hetman Khmelnytsky, 
who ceded the Ukraine to Moscow in 1654, is another example of subjects 
deleted by Soviet editors. 


The Shevchenko Centennial was widely celebrated in the West. The 
violent Soviet denunciations of the free world's tribute indicate that the 
Soviets are well aware of having failed to sell their version of Shevchen- 
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The general directive worked out by the Party Central Committee 
for the anniversary was developed along the lines - Khrushchev's guide- 
lines - that Shevchenko was to be represented to the peoples in the Com- 
munist countries as a fighter against social injustice. The Communists 
carefully ignored the main theme of Shevchenko's poetry -- the struggle 
for the social and national liberation of the Ukraine -- which brought him 
into conflict with the tsarist government and led to his untimely death on 
March 10, 1861. A hundred years later, speeches at the various meetings 
and reports in the Communist press intimeted that the ideas for which 
Shevchenko fought had been achieved in the USSR under Communism. 


The Soviet attempt to picture the poet as a precursor of Communism 
has no historical basis. Shevchenko's protests were directed against 
Russian imperialism, as in his poem "The Caucasus" (1854), in which 

he condemned the Russian campaign to subjugate the mountain peoples of 
the Caucasus, who, under the leadership of Shamil, were defending their 
independence. "Fight, struggle -- God will help you,'' he wrote. Soviet 
editions of the poet's works intended for general distribution omit the 
poems in which he attacks the tsarist policy toward the Ukraine. 


Shevchenko regarded George Washington as his model and expressed 
the hope that the Ukrainian nation would produce its own Washington, but 
the lines expressing this hope were ignored during the anniversary celebra- 
tions with the exception of the Kiev monthly Kommunist Ukrainy (February 
1961), which quoted them but commented that in Washington's lifetime the 
United States had had "progressive state structure." 'At present the 
United States has turned into a world policeman," the monthly declared. 
"There is the arbitrary rule of the most reactionary public circles, the 
merciless enslavement of the workers, racial’ and national discrimina- 
tion." 


The adoption by the Congress of the United States on October 13, 
1960, of a resolution calling for a celebration of the Shevchenko anniver- 
sary led toabitter reaction in the Soviet press. Said the Party Central 
Committee organ Kommunist (No. 4, 1961): "In the spirit of the reso- _ 
lution, the American newspapers, as if by command, called Shevchenko/ 
'the singer of freedom in the European style' and the defender of rights 


of 'freedom of personality in its Western meaning. ''' Further, the Kom- 
munist article declaredthat the ''tried-and-tested specialists in the cold 


war’ in the United States had completely distorted Shevchenko's life and 
works. An article by Nazim Khikmet in the March 9, 1961, issue of 
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Literaturnaya Gazeta (Literary Gazette) declared: 


Shevchenko is one of the poets who are 
dangerous like the sunlight which penetrates 
into a dungeon and brings news of freedom. 
For this reason, this imperialism which has 
taken advantage of the approach of the hun- 
dredth anniversary of the death of Shevchenko 
issues the order to its scribblers tomultiply 
the silly efforts to present Shevchenko as a 
limited bourgeois nationalist. 


Though Shevchenko himself wrote that he "suffered for the 
Ukraine," this aspect of his writings was passed over in silence while 
emphasis was placed on his struggle for social reform. Typical of this 
slant ig,an article in the March 10, 1961, issue of Zarya Vostoka 
(Dawn of the East), the organ of the Georgian Party Central Committee: 


/Shevchenko/ dreamed of the days when 
"nota trace of the landowner would be left in 
the Ukraine. '' The idea of the peasant revolu- 
tion andthe call for revolt are found through- 
out those works of Shevchenko which were 
written during the last years of his life. 


The ideas for which Shevchenko lived, the article continues, were 
achieved by the Communists: "The October socialist revolution achieved 
the passionate wish of the poet to see his homeland without serf and with- 
out landowner--his beloved Ukraine flourished. " 


In their efforts to distract attention from Shevchenko's crusade for 
national liberation, the Communists have goneto great lengths to distort 
or to conceal the relevant portions of his writings. The Soviet editors of 
his works proceed cautiously with passages about the Ukrainian Hetman. 
Bohdan Khmelnytsky, who surrendered the independence of the Ukraine 
in an agreement with Moscow concluded in 1654. The section in which — 
Shevchenko called him an "unwise son''--guilty at that early time of politi- 
cal error--is omitted. In an article on the anniversary in Literatura I 
Zhizn (Literature and Life) of March 10, 1961, the literary historian and 
professor of Moscow University N. Gudzy belittled Shevchenko's disapproval 
of the agreement by arguing that Shevchenko's views on the question were 
"prejudiced and historically unjustified." 
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Communist propaganda claims that ''the dreams of the great 
revolutionary democrat /Shevchenko/ were realized" in the Ukraine 
under the Communist rule. The lead article in Pravda of March 10, 
1961, says that Shevchenko's words on "the future free and new 
family" apply to the USSR: ''Now the Ukraine is a sovereign, free 
state, and its voice is heard throughout the world." 


The Centennial of Shevchenko's death was widely celebrated 
throughout the non-Communist world. Monuments of the poet were 
unveiled in Canada and the United States. The strident Soviet attacks 
upon the organizers of such celebrations suggest that the Soviets are 
only too well aware that their efforts to monopolize Shevchenko for 
their own aims both at home and abroad have been unsuccessful. 
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